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In the first five years of life an evolving experience

occurs in the child's mind-body complex which precedes
action and influences what the child will do in a given
situation.

As the child develops cognitively, emotionally,

and physically, there is a growing ability to evaluate and
anticipate the consequences of behavior before choosing an
action.

One of the most significant variables that will

influence the outcome of the child's evaluative behavior
is the child's own concept of self.
The child who has either a negative sense of self or
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is experienceing uncertainty concerning personal worth is
more likely to respond inappropriately when life's decisions
need to be made.

The child who holds a negative sense of

self is likely to project this element of uncertainty
concerning self onto the environment, thus often eliciting
responses that in effect confirm and reinforce this negative
view of self.
In contrast, the child who holds a positive view of

self, due primarily to the feedback given by significant
others, is much more likely to project feelings of
competence onto the environment, initiating constructive
actions and eliciting positive responses.

It is in the

early years that the patterns for life are most likely to
be established.

Though not unchangeable, modifications of

these patterns and attitudes towards self are not easily
achieved.
The purpose of this thesis is to explore, based upon a
literature survey of articles and books published primarily,
though not limited to, the past fifteen years, the
development of the self-concept in children during the
first five years of life.

This will include defining

self-concept, the establishment of its significance
throughout the life span, the role significant others play
in the development, an examination of sex-role identity in
relationship to self-concept formation, and a critique of
available tests and measurements, followed by a conclusion
which focuses upon implications for treatment providers.
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Conclusions reached:

self-concept is a composite view

of self which appears to be a cornerstone for decision making
throughout one's life span.

Significant others, primarily

parents, play a major role in the shaping of one's
self-concept.

Sex-role identity, with one's own sex, is

important in the development of a positive self-concept.
There is also a need for the development of more adequate
tests to measure the self-concept of children five and
under.

Finally, the research review suggests that

intervention may be most successful when parents and child
undergo treatment simultaneously.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The sel! is a phenomenon that has intrigued individuals
!or centuries.

It is believed that St. Augustine (Baldwin

1889) was among the !irst to study the •self".

Since that

time, the self has been the object of attention or many
researchers.

Over the years, a nwaber or sel!-prefi.x terms

have been employed to describe the sel!, such as self-concept,
sel!-esteem, self-perception, and self-ideation.

From among

these, it is the self-concept that will be addressed in this
paper.
In the first five years or life an evolving experience

occurs in the child's mind-body complex which precedes action
and influences what the child will do in a given situation.
As the child develops cognitively, emotionally, and physically,
there is a growing ability to evaluate a situation and
anticipate the consequences of behavior before choosing an
action.

One of the most significant variables that will

influence the outcome of the child's evolution is the child's
concept or self.
The child who has either a negative sense o! sel!, or
is experiencing uncertainty concerning personal worth, is
more likely to respond inappropriately to life's decisions.
The child who holds a negative view of sel! is likely to
project this element o! uncertainty concerning self onto the
environment, thus eliciting responses that, in effect, reinforce
this negative view of self.
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In contrast, the child who holds a positive view of self

is much more likely to project feelings or competence onto
the environment, initiating constructive actions and eliciting
positive responses.

It is in the early years that patterns

!or life are most likely established.

Though not unchangeable,

modifications o! these patterns or attitudes towards self are
not easily achieved.
Purpose
The purpose ot this thesis is to explore the development
o! the self-concept in children during the first five years
or lite and to provide a knowledge base for treatment providers
to use in designing intervention strategies.

The following

issues will be explored:
1.

The varying definitions o! the self-concept;

2.

The implications o! the self-concept throughout
the life span;

3.

The role o! significant others in the development

ot the self-concept;
4.

The impact of sex-role identity on self-concept
formation;

5. The availability o! appraisal devices for measuring
self-concept in the child !ive and under;
6.

The iaplications !or treatment providers.

Procedure
A literature survey o! the development of the self-concept
in children, primarily, but not limited to, the past fifteen

3
years !orm.s the basis !or this thesis.

The intent is to

explore the early antecedents of the self-concept in
children through five years of age, with implications !or
treatment providers in working with both children and parents.
The majority of the resources are from The Millar Library at
Portland State University, Crook County Library, and the
writer's personal library.
The thesis consists or six chapters.
the introduction.

Chapter I is

Chapter II defines what is meant by

"self-concept,• and its implications throughout the li!e span.
Chapter III explores the role significant others play in the
development of the self-concept.

Chapter rv looks at the

relationship of sex-role identity to the self-concept.

Chapter

V critiques available tests and measures of the self-concept
in young children.

Chapter VI contains the conclusion with

implications for treatment providers.
Limitations
- The study is limited to the child five years old and
younger.
- The study is limited to the normal- funetioning child.
- The research is limited to the above listed libraries.
- The study is limited to providing a knowledge base
for treatment providers indicating the need for prevention
and intervention, rather than establishing a model for
implementation.
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Definition of

~eras

Self-cencept - a composite view

or

one's self formed through

one's experience with one's environment, particularly
influenced by significant others (Calhoun. and Horse, 1977).
Significant others - those persons who are important or who
have significance to the child by reason of the child sensing
their ability to reduce insecurity or to intensify it, to
increase or decrease helplessness, or to promote or diminish
the child's sense of worth (Burns, 1979).
Life span - the duration of an individuals life, froa
conception to death.
Sex-role identity - an individual's perception of what are
appropriate attributes of the individual's sex in today-'s
culture (Burge, 1982).
Treatment providers - psychiatrists, psychologists,
therapists, child care workers, counselors, mental health
workers, social workers, employed in a variety of settings,
professionally trained, to bring about growth and
development.
Interventions - a counseling strategy designed to bring
about positive change in the individual and/or system in
which the individual is involved.

CHAPTER II
SELF-CONCEPT:

DEFINITION AND LIFE SPAN IMPLICATIONS

This chapter determ.ir,.es what is meant by the "self-concept"
by exploring the definitions applied by a number or researchers.
The inclusiveness of other "self• terms will be examined.
The second half o! the chapter will explore the life span
implications of early self-concept development.
Self-Concept:

Definition

Cooley (1956), in the early days of the study of the
self-concept, coined the phrase "looking-glass self" to
describe the manner in which an individual perceived self
through the reflections in the eyes of others.

Rogers (1951),

also in the early days o! the study of self, viewed the
self-concept as a composition of the perceptions of one'e
characteristics and abilities; one's perception of self in
relation to others and to the environment; the value one
places upon one's experiences and objects; and the goals or
ideas which are perceived as being positive or negative by
society.
Calhoun and Morse (1977) refer to the self-concept as
the manner in which an individual perceives one's self in
terms of ability, value, worth, and limitations.

They describe

the self-concept as the substantive description one employs
to identify one's nature, and may also be used by the
individual to compare self to others.

Soon after a child

becomes aware of "self," indicated by the use of expressions
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such as "I," "Me," or "Mine," the child learns what he can
and cannot do, as well as internalizing expectations of
behavior, imposed by significant others, usually parents.
Calhoun and Morse (1977) suggest that the am.01..mt and nature
of these early interactions and experiences play a significant
role in how the individual tends to perceive self.

It is

postulated that the amount of success encountered during
the early developmental period is directly related to the
positiveness of the individual's self-concept.
Combs, Soper, and Courson (1963) believe that the
self-concept is what an individual believes about self or
the totality of one's ways of seeing self.

Sears and Sherman

(1964) view the self-concept as a synonym of confidence and
self-esteem.

Mills (1984) describes it in terms of an

organized collection of the attitudes and feelings one has
concerning self.
Shavelson, Hubner, and Stan.ton (1976) broadly define
self-concept as an individual's self-perceptions which are
formed through one's experience with one's environment and
are influenced "especially by environmental reinforcers and
significant others" (p. 411).
definition by describing

Raimy (19·71) concurs with this

self~eoneept

as an organized perceptual

set which results from present and past observations concerning
self.

Simply speaking, it is what one believes about one's

self.
Coopersmith, (1967) known !or his Self-Esteem Inventory,
writes that this phenomena is a personal judgement of
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worthiness that is expressed in the attitude that an individual
holds

tow~x'dl!I

self.

Robeck (1978) describes the self-concept

as the private picture an individual carries around defining
self; who one is, what one thinks one can do, and how one
can best go about it.

He describes it as being inseparable

from self-esteem and self-awareness.
Dam.on and Hart (1982) express the view that self-concept
is basically de.tined in terms of an evaluative form of'
self-esteem, again raising the questions·aa to the
differentiation of the •self" terms.

It. appears that there

is no universally accepted difference, and for·the purposes
o! this paper, the terms will remain integrated.
Newman and Newman (1979) define self-concept as, "the
result of the cognitive capacities and the dominant motives
of the person as they come in contact with the stage related

expectations of the culture" (p. 493).

Emphasis here, appears

to be placed on the stage related developmental transformations
in one's conception o! self.
Thus, it appears from the description above that some
congruence pertaining to the definition of self-concept can
be derived.

As defined in Chapter I, it can be seen as a

composite view of one's self formed through one's experience
with one's enviromaent, particularly influenced by significant
others.

Significant others, likewise defined in Chapter I,

are those persons (Burns, 1979) who are important or who have
significance to the child by reason of the child sensing their
ability to reduce insecurity or to intensify it, to increase
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or decrease helplessness, or to promote or diminish the child's
sense

or

worth.

I•plications throughout the life span
As indicated, the study o! the phenomenon of self has
been of interest to aany theorists and researchers.

William

James (1980) looked into c.e!ining the different aspects of
self such as the material self, the social self, and the
spiritual self.
In one of the first studies researching self-concept,

Secourd and Jourard (1953) hJ'pothesized that an individual's
body image is related to feelings about self.

They tested

this by measuring an individual's degree o! satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with body parts and processes with a homonym
test and Maslows test of psychological security - insecurity.
Their findings indicated that "feelings about the body are
commensurate with feelings about the self" (p. 34?).
Combs and Snygg (1959), also in an early study, theorize
that the self-concept is the "cornerstone" for all other
thoughts and behaviors.

It is the self they see as the "most

stable portion of the individual's phenomenal field and it
is the point of reference for everything he does" (p. 122).
Thus, they assert that the concept of self will determine to
a large extent the situations one involves oneself in as well
as the thoughts and actions that follow.
The far reaching effects of the self-concept begin
early.

Benninga (1980), in a recent stud7 describes

Belt-concept as having an immediate effect upon school
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performance.

A child with a positive self-concept is

generally more optimistic, self-confident and high achieving.
This is in agreement with research done by White (1969) and
Bruneua (1984) who conclude that the self-concept is a major
determinant of success in the classroom.
Williams' and Cole's ( 1968) findings i.l!l.dicate that
self-concept is related to one's conception of school, social
status at school, emotional adjustment, and academic
achievement.

Research also indicates that there is a positive

relationship between a child's self-concept and the manner
in which teachers perceive the child, and the child's school
performance (Davidson and Land, 1960; Rosenthal and Jacobson,
1968).
Rosenburg (1979) indicates that there is a shared
assumption among psychologists and educators that a child's
positive and negative feelings concerning self are factors
that have implications relating to the child's social
relations, later school performance and level of mental health.
Damon and Hart (1982) state that positive feelings concerning
self are significantly related to "successful adaption
to the world in general" (p. 842).
More and more educators and researchers (Soule, Drwnmond,
and Mcintire, 1981) are acknowledging that the a.£fective
components of learning are complementary to the cognitive
components.

Thus, concerns for the child's feelings, values,

and attitudes are important in successful academic learning.
As a result of this growing awareness of both a.£feetive and
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cognitive development, interest in the development of the·
self-concept during these early critical years has grown
(Jensen, 1983).
One's self-concept affects not only school success, but
also has a tremendous impact upon career choice and resultant
feelings of success or failure, plus competence or incompetence.
Wise (1976) writes that the self-concept ties strongly into
the "belief held about an ability one has and how successful
one would be at an activity involving that ability" (p. 51).
Super, (1969) also stresses that one's self-concept has a
decided impact upon one's vocational or career choice.

He

points out that with a positive view of one's self, it is
easier to realize one's role in the world of work.
Newman and Newman (1979) describe the self-concept as
central to the gradual evolution o! an individual's
personality.

This can be seen in the direct relationship

to the degree of satisfaction or tension an individual
experiences with regard to individual characteristics,
capability, and performance through the life span.
Ellsworth (1967) describes one's self-concept, and the
congruence of related feelings as the major cause of many
individual's difficulties in life adjustment.

He describes

negative self-concepts as centering around two areas:

the

feelings of inability to cope adequately in society, and the
feelings of being unlovable.

In contrast, a positive

self-concept is described in terms of feelings of adequacy,
capability in dealing successfully with the world around,
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likability, feeling valuable, and intrinsically free and
worthy.
The self-concept also has an impact upon mate selection.
In the developmental phase or life where successful attainment

or an intimate relationship is the goal (Newman and NeW1J1an,

1979), obstacles can arise from "left over" childhood
experiences resulting in feelings of inadequacy and
unlovableness influencing mate selection.

These obstacles

can take the form of shame, guilt, feelings of inferiority,
alienation or over-dependency in adult life (Erickson, 1963).
In middle adulthood Erickson, (1963), has identified the

individual's tasks to be related to productivity and creativity
(Ne'Wlllan and Newman, 1979).

The impact of the self-concept can

be seen during this lite stage.

For instance, the individual

who does not have a positive self-concept, characteristically
will not !eel a sense o! accomplishment during middle
adulthood and will be unable to perceive sel! as having
adequate resources to make any worthwhile contributions to
society.
Just as the child and young adult with a positive
self-concept has a greater likelihood of forming and
maintaining positive relationships with other individuals,
so does the older adult (Newman and Newman, 1979).

Lowenthal

and Raven (1975) stress that the maintainance or close peer
relationships during the latter phase or life as significantly
related to overall positive mental health.
Likewise, just as the child and young adult with a
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positive sel!-concept appears to be positively engaged in their
social environment (Newman and Newman, 19?9), so does the
older adult.

Older adults who are most active are most

satisfied with life, while those who are the least active
are the least satisfied.
In conclusion, it appears that the development or

self-concept is most critical during the first !ive years o!
life (Burns, 1979).

Furthermore, it is influential throughout

one's life span influencing such factors as school success,
positive peer interactions, career selection, intimate
relationships, middle adulthood generativity, and later life
satisfaction.

It is apparent that "something" happens during

the early years that can dramatically set the tone for overall
life satisfaction.
in the next chapter.

It is this issue that will be addressed

CHAP.rER III
!HE ROLE OF SIGNIFICANT OTHERS
This chapter looks at the role that signiticant others,
most commonly parents, play in the development o! the child's
sel!-concept during the first five years of lite.

'lhe mother's

influence upon her child potentially begins at conception.
It is after birth that selective reinforcing and modeling
come into play.

The importance o! the influence o!

significant others will now be more carefully explored.
Butler (1969) emphasizes that by age three a child has
developed a well integrated view o! sel!.

This then. becomes

the •core and precipitator" of the child's future behavior.
As Butler observes:
Life is not over at age three, but the general
view toward the world and towards one's self is
already present. Possibilities !or change are
alw~s present, but the longer a behavior persists
the more difficult it is to change.
Wylie (1961, 1979), in theorizing about parental influence,
asserts that it is a generally accepted premise in psychological
literature that significant others, particularly parents,
play a primary role in the development of the child's
self-concept.

Parents play both the role of a aodel and a

source ot reinforcement that both shape and mold the child's
ideas and feelings concerning what kind of person the child
is and would like to be.

This begins with the infant' s total

dependence upon the parents.

This places the parents in the

unique position of being able to reintorce selectively the
child's learning, and as Wylie indicates, influences the
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child's general perceptions of self, the development of
standards of conduct the child holds as goals, and

self-acceptance including both negative feelings and
limitations.
Both Rogers (1951) and Wylie (1961, 19?9) speak of a
child's self-concept as greatly influenced by the self-concepts
of the parents.

A parent who tends to be self-rejecting,

minimizing or negating of their own strengths while emphasizing
weaknesses, tends to be unable to give adequate love and is
incapable of providing an adequate aodel of self-acceptance.
Wylie (1961, 1979) also speaks of some limited research
indicating that the manner in which the child perceives self
is associated with the parents' reported level of regard for
the child.

This appears soaewhat cyclical in that parental

interest and rapport are associated with the child's perceived
positive self-concept.
Kohut (19?1) describes the process in which the child
learns to perceive self as determined primarily through
interaction with "self-objects".

These are defined as people,

initially parents, whom the child experiences as part of
self.

Kohut identifies the first major task of the parents

in the self-object role as airroring to the child approval

and con!irm.ation, thus providing a basis !or self-acceptance
and value.

The second task is idealization in which the

parents allow themselves to be seen as powerful and ideal by
the child, thus providing a positive model.

Many other researchers stress the importance of
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significant others in the development of the self-concept
during the early years (Elrod and Crase, 1980; Branden, 1969;
Stringer, 1971).

Specific parental behaviors identified as

being significantly related to the child's self-concept are
acceptance by mothers (Coopersmith, 196?), warm.th (Sears,

1970), interest and concern (Coopersmith, 196?; Rosenburg,
1963), limit setting (Coopersmith, 1967), companionship
(~acDonald,

19?3) and democratic child rearing practices.

A stud:;r done by Samuels and Gri!fore (1978) indicates
that there is a signi.f'iernt correlation between mothers who
experience high anxiety and a child who has a negative
self-concept.

There also appears to be supportive data

(Coopersmith, 1961) indicating that conflict and tension
between parents is associated with a negative self-concept
in a child.

A child who reports a high incidence of parental

or family conflict is more likely to have a nega.tive
self-concept even if the conflict occurred several years prior
(Raschke and Raschke, 1979).
Cooper, Holman, and Braithwaite (1983) concur with
these findings.

In their study they found that family

cohesion "when measured through one child's perceptions of
family relationships, has an important influence on the
development of self-coneept"(p. 157).

They assert that a

negative self-concept can be expected from a child who
perceives conflict between parents or between self and one
or both parents.

Raschke· and Raschke (1979) indicate that

perceived parental happiness is positively correlated with
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a child.' s self-concept.

This holds true for both intact as

well as single-parent or other family structures.

Therefore,

regardless of family structure, the greater the perceived
happiness of the parents, the more positive the child's
self-con.cept.
Burns (1979) likewise states that many personality
theorists and researchers agree upon the role that significant
others pla;r in being primary sources o! in!oraation concerning
self.

The impact that significant others play in the child's

acquiring a concept of self can be understood with the
realization that few things are more relevant to the child
than others' reactions to behavior, appearance and simply the
child's presence.
Burns (1979) establishes the parents as ha.Ying the
greatest impact in the developing conception of self due to
their position of authority and source of trust.

The

self-portrait is gradually modified and reworked according
to the experiences the child has and the wa;r in which the
child perceives others as reacting to self.

Burns describes

the process as one in which the child becomes "less and less
a perceptual object and more and more a conceptual trait"
(p. 162).

Snyggs and Combs in an early study (1949; cited in
Burns, 1979) emphasize the importance of the evaluation

or

significant others on one's self-concept:
As he is loved or rejected, praised or punished,
!ails or is able to compete, he comes gradually to
regard himself as important, adequate or inadequate,
--~
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handsome or ugly, honest or dishonest • • • or even
to describe himself in terms of those who surround
him • • • (p. 831)

The first five years of life (Burns, 19?9) are seen as
the ones in which the basic framework of the personality and
self-conceptions are established.

During this early

developmental period, the child is vulnerable.

There is a

high degree of physical, social, and emotional dependence
upon significarit others with whom the child participates in
intimate and intense daily int'eraetions.
These first human interactions are described by Erickson
(1963) as setting the stage for what can be expected in later
life.

The manner in which the child is handled initially, as

significant others satisfy or fail to satisfy the needs for
love, food, comfort and security, has unremitting influence
upon the development ot self.

The child learns quickly that

the world is safe and to be trusted, or hostile.

Sensitive,

loving care enables the child to develop a basic sense of
security and trust, particularly during the first yea:r of
life.

The developmental phase between the ages ot 2 and 5

seem critical for establishing a workable balance between
dependence and autonomy.
Prenatal !actors
Some experts in the !ield

believ~

that the influence o!

the child's mother begins in the prenatal stage.

Though this

is a relatively new !ield, some studies, such as Hurlock
(1968) and Ferguson (19?0) suggest that emotional stress ae
well as documented chemical stress experienced by the pregnant
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mother potentially ean alter the movements of the fetus from
norm.al to

~eractive.

Hence, fetal hyperactivity in the

latter 11.onths o! the pregnancy appears to be related to
feeding difficulties, failure to gain weight, sleep problems,
general irritability, distraetability, and other conditions
leading to a difficult postnatal life adjustment.
Questions have been raised as to the psychological
development of the unwanted fetus (YSD.amoto, 1972).
mother who professes rejection of a

~regnancy

Can a

later adjust to

the birth without adverse consequences to the child?

How

often and how long does the rejection continue into the child's
early years of life?

How critical are the initial first few

months to the later personality adjustment of the child;
specif'5.eally to the developaent or the child' s self-concept?
These questions as o! yet appear to be unanswered.
The Newborn
Burns (19?9) describes the newborn as having no
self-awareness, because all behaviors are dominated by the
need to satisfy bodily discomforts.

"Therefore, the earliest

messages concerning how people !eel about the infant lie in
the reduction o!

p~siological

needs" (p. 161).

As the

infant is being !ed, bathed and changed, the message ot being
valued and accepted is communicated.

The accoapanying

caresses, Sllliles and vocal intonations come to be associated
with being cared !or.

Burns writes that through this, the

infant learns to seek out the feeling of being valued by
others, as it is initially associated with the satisfying of
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physiological needs.
It is apparent that the newborn is completely dependent
upon others for survival.

The satisfaction of the infant's

biological needs greatly influence feelings of security
(Yamamoto, 1972).

A phenomenon of "bi-directionality"

appears to occur between the infant and significant others.
Kagan (1968) describes the interaction as a "ballet in which
each partner responds to the steps of the other" (p. 80).
Therefore, the mother's actions tend to mold the infant's
behavior, as well as the infant having an
mother's reactions.

impa~t

upon the

A mother is more likely to attend a

crying infant than a quiet one, just as an infant who smiles
is likely to elicit a similar response from the infant's
mother.

Thus, the development of the self-concept, either

negative or positive is perpetuated by this interactive
dimension.
From. the very beginning of the infant's life, Yamamoto
(1972) discusses the fact that certain behaviors will be
selectively reinforced, while others will be selectively
weakened.

It is in the initial first weeks that the

foundation for later interaction between the infant and
significant others is established.

During this time, the

significant others begin to recognize and adapt to the
infant's individual reaction patterns and requirements
(Ferguson, 1970).

It is believed that the quality of

•individualized adaption" to the infant's needs is critical
in the development of "trust vs. mistrust" (Erickson, 1963),
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which forms the foundation. for a positive self-concept.
From the very beginning, it appears that a mother's

attitude towards her infant may significantly influence the
manner in which the child later preceives self, thus leading
to psychological wellness or emotional di!!ieulties.

Broussard

and Hartner (1970) conducted a longitudinal study in which
one hundred and twenty full term firstborn infants were
categorized at one month of age into a high-risk or low-risk
group for the potential development o! later emotional
problems.

The basis of predictions were measurements of the

mother's perception of her infant as compared to what she
felt was average for infants at that age.

When the children

were 4 1/2 they were evaluated !or emotional disturbance by
two child psychiatrists who had no knowledge of the predicted
risk rating.

The association between prediction by the

mother and outcome of emotional disturbance was statistically
significant.

Thus, it appears that as early as one month of

age, a mother's attitude towards her infant potentially
influences the infant's later well being.
The Two's and Three's

It is during this stage of life that another phenomenon
is occurring (Peairs and Peairs, 1974), that of
self-assertion '.and exploration.

As Sandler (1968) indicates:

A child who is able to explore his environment
freely and fairly aggressively, without diminishing
his sources of basic safety feelings, may retain this
freedom to explore (in activity or thought) throughout
his life because he has found appropriate techniques
for doing this • • • (p. 291)
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Erickson (1963) describes the primary task during this
stage of life as the establishment of autonomy.

It is

critical that the child begin to experience self as a
"successful agent."

The child seems to vacillate here

between hanging on and letting go.

It is imperative that

significant others give the child permission for both.
The Fourth and Fifth Yea,!,
As the child enters the fourth and fifth year, different
developmental phenomena are occurring.
to entertain self.

The child is learning

There is commonly an attachment established

with caretakers outside of the family, along with a developing
awareness and practice of the standards the family promotes
(Kagan, 1984).

The child is becoming much more in control of

behavior, linguistically sophisticated, motorieally
coordinated, and able to anticipate wishes and actions of
others.
An expanding range of experiences are necessary for the

continued development of a positive self-concept.

Parents

can provide skills which will result in greater feelings of
success in entering school, such as preliminary knowledge of
letters and numbers and encouragement to persist when faced
with challenging problems.

Along with providing skill

building opportunities, parents are most importantly role
models with whom the child identifies (Wylie, 1961, 19?9;
Kagan, 1984).

The child who perceives the parent as nurturant,

just, and virtuous, and identifies with them, will come to
regard the self as possessing these desirable qualities.

22

As in the earlier stages, the ehild needs to continue to
believe that they are valued by the significant others in
their lite (Kagan, 1984; Dobson, 1979;

,':\lld

Briggs, 1975).

This valuing is undermined when the ehild perceives that they
are failing to meet parental standards.

It is Kagan's

belief (1984) that even at the approa.eh of the second birthday,
the c.hild demonstrates behavioral $igns of anxiety i! unable
to implement a behavior that the child feels obligated to
display.

The child is unable-; to ignore the standards due to

the physical and emotional dependency upon others.

Th.a child

is likely to incorporate the standards as one's own, and if
unable to meet them, will perceive self as inadequate.

The

resulting feeling •SJ" be inadequacy to cope with problems
encountered in everyday life and an unhealthy desire to gain
the approval and affection of significant others, even to
the extent of self-destructive behaviors.
states it simply:

Mills (1984)

"The greater the amount of success

children experience during their early developmental period,
the better their self-concept" (p. 178).

The criticalness

of' significant others is once again established.

CH.AMER IV
SEX-ROLE IDEN'.r!l'ICATION
Yam.aaoto (1972) describes the establishaent of one's
sex-role identification as another facet of the basic
foundation in the development of one's self-concept.

(1982) describes sex-role identity, defined as

Burge

an individual's

perception of what are appropriate attributes of the
individual's sex in the culture they are living, as one of
the most salient of the social roles.

It is also described

as the "aost pervasive aspect" (p. 249) of an individual's
self-concept because it directs the majority of overt behavior,
emotional reactions, cognitive functioning, covert attitudes,
as well as general psychological and social adjuataent
(Mussen, 1969; Sears, 1965).

fhus, it is apparent that an

individual's perception of their sex-role influences
self~eoncept

(Block, 1973).

The following chapter will

include a literature review addressing the development of
tradi tion-ai sex-role identi!lcation and traditional sex-role
stereotyping.

As with the formation of the entire concept of self,
sex-role identification begins very early in life.

Results

of a study by Kuhn, Nash, and Brucken (1978) indicate that
a child as young as 2 years of age possesses substantial
knowledge of sex-role stereotypes.
Lewis (1979) speaks ot wa:ys sex-role behavior is
deterained:

biologically, b7 the effect of the hormones;

alternatively, by the shaping effect of the social
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environ~ent;

or by a combination of the two.

In speaking of

the child's developing sex-role, he points out that understanding
and knowledge come through the child's interaction with others.
Maecoby and Jacklin (1974) speak of sex-role orientation
as occuring through (pp 1. - 2.):
1. Imitation • • •
2. Praise or discouragement • • •
;. Self-socialization: the child first develops
a concept of what it is to be male or female, and
then, once he has a clear understanding of his own
sex identity, he attempts to add his own behavior
to his concept of what behavior is sex-appropriate.
Of course the third process calls upon the oth~r
two. A child's conception o! what is appropriate
behavior !or a male or female will depend both upon
what he sees males and females doing and upon the
approval or disapproval that these actions elicit
differentially from others. Both of these kinds
of events constitute information the child can
draw upon in building his concept of sex-appropriate
behavior.
Wylie, (1961, 1979) speaks to the imitative importance
of the child and the same sex parent.

Her findings indicate

that sex identification factors were evident in cases where
a child with a positive self-concept when compared with a
child with a negative self-concept, perceived their own
self-concept as being more congruent with the self-concept
of the parent of the sa:m.e sex.

Samuels and Giffore (1978)

concur with this in stating that identification with the
parent of the same sex has the greatest impact upon the
development of the child.
Newman and Newman (1979) speak of the importance of the
child's identification with the parent of the same sex.

They

state that it is through this process that the child comes
to emulate the parent of the same sex thus initiating the
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internalization of the parent's values, attitudes and view
of the world in general.
The motivation as to
has been studied.

w~

a child strives !or identification

Psychoanalytic theory (Newman and Newman,

1979) stresses fear of loss of love as the process involved.
This may be founded upon the child's initial dependency upon
the parent.

Therefore, the child behaves like the parent in

order to ensure a continued positive relationship.

Eventually

the child incorporates aspects of the loved one's personality
into their own self-concept as an attempt to achieve
independence.

"If children can be like their loved parent,

they do not require the parent's continuous presence in order
to reassure themselves about that love" (p. 176).
Eaton (1983) sheds some light upon gender understanding
and sex-role stereotyping based upon the developmental stage
the child is believed to be passing through (Thompson, 1975).
The three steps of gender awareness that should be attained
by the child are:

labeling, stability, and constancy.

In the first phase, the child learns to correctly label

their own and others' gender (Eaton, 1983).

Here a child,

when shown a picture of another individual, can generally
classify the individual correctly by gender.

It is

Thompson's belief (1975) that virtually all three year olds
and most two. year olds have attained this level o! gender
awareness.
In the stability phase, the child recognizes that gender

is a permanent attribute of individuals (Eaton, 1983).

The
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child who has attained this step can correctly answer questions
such as, •\.Jhen you were a baby were you a little boy or a
little girl?"

or •could you be a (opposite sex) to•orrow?•

It is believed that the majority of four:'.year olds have
attained this stage (Eaton and Von Bargen, 1981; Slaby and
Frey, 1975).
The third and most advanced stage o! gender understanding
is constancy and requires "the recognition that gender is
constant and invariant despite possible changes in activity,
dress, or appearance" (Eaton, 1983, p. 30).
as "If you

pl~ed

Questions such

with (opposite sex children) and did

(opposite-sex) things like this (shown picture of stereotypic
opposite-sex toy, what would you be - a boy or a girl?" or
"Suppose a child like that one (pointing to a pictured boy)
lets their hair grow very long; is it a girl or a boy?" (p. 30).
To be in this stage a child must understand that gender is
based upon genitalia. and not on clothes, hair style, or
behavior preferences.

Studies indicate that very few

pre-schoolers have attained this stage (Eaton and Von Bargen,
1981).

The average age of attainment is between seven and

nine years.
The typical three to five year old, then believes that
gender is a generally stable personality characteristic, but
that it also is an attribute that can be changed by cross-sex
activities, hair styles and clothes.

It follows then that

the child (Eaton, 1983) in the stability stage will take
gender more seriously as an organizer of experience tending
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to exemplify itself in sex-role stereotyping behavior.

"If

one believes that gender, though generally stable, can change
if cross-sex behaviors are engaged in, one
reasonably avoid such activities" (p. 33).

·~

quite

Once constancy

is attained, cross-sex activities are potentially less
threatening to the child because engagement in them would not
jeopardize one's basic sexual identity.
The basic understanding of sex role differentiation
is learned early (Eaton, 1983:

Thompson, 19?5; Eaton and

Von Bargen, 1981; Slaby and Frey, 19?5; Kuhn, Nash and Bruehen,
19?8).

From the perspective of these current researchers,

and others such as Elrod and Crase (1980), Hall and
Halberstadt (1980), Burger (1982), and Bell, Menke, and
Lanke, (1980), the relationship between gender and self-concept
will be explored.
Current research seems to indicate that overall, boys
are found to have more positive self-concepts than girls.
Elrod and Crase (1980) found this to be the case in a study
o! four and five year olds.

They conclude that males are

perceived as having more desirable characteristics and are
thus aore valued than females in our society.

Hall and

Halberstadt (1980) as a result o! a longitudinal study
postulate that boys and girls are becoming more masculine
over time.

'?hey suggest that girls are becoming less

!eminine and passive as a result o! their growing awareness
of the perceived negative aspects o! femininity as co:mmunicated
by

those around them.
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In research done by Burge (1982), findings also indicate

that strong ma.le sex-role identity is related to a positive
self-concept.

These findings concur with studies done by

Berzins, Welling, and Weiter (1978); Zalk and Katz (1978),
and Ginsberg and Miller (1982).

A boy who identified with

the male sex-role felt better about him.self.

Other findings

in her study could possibly have interesting ram.ifications

in today's society.

Children in her sample who made polarized,

sex-typed choices, as part of the study had more positive
self-concepts than did children who made non-polarized choices.
Perhaps, this indicates that a child who knows an appropriate
role feels good about self, while contusion concerning one's
sex-role •ay result in a negative self-concept.

A degree of

sex-role identification appears to be critical.

It must be

kept in mind that a rigid adherence to traits only associated
in the past with one sex is severly lim.iting.

Perhaps a

balance is in order.
In a study done by Bell, Manke, and Lamke (1980) of

sex-role traits in pre-schoolers, findings indicate that a
positive self-concept was strongly related to masculinity,
while the relationship between a positive self-concept and
femininity was not significantly related.

These findings

concur with the previously mentioned studies that the
self-concept/masculinity relationship is underway in the
preschool years.

It is also interesting to note in this

study that the children rated as having a positive self-concept
were those who were perceived as assertive, active, and
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athletic, stereotypically traits associated with masculinity.
Thus, the studies relating self-concept with gender
identity or sex-role, in general, indicate males have a
more positive self-concept than females even during the
initial years.

Sex-role stereotypes, indicating masculine

traits as superior are already in operation as early as two.
Kuhn, Nash, and Bruhen's (1978) however, found somewhat
different results in their study.

Concerning sex-role concepts

of two and three year olds, they found that girls at this
age were ascribing predominantly negative eharacteria,tics
to little boys.

This is apparently reversed by adulthood.

Boys at this age tended to demonstrate concepts of ·valued
"male only" future roles such as governor, doctor, pilot,
which were not shared by girls.

Wh;r the difference?

The

authors postulate that perhaps there may be different eourses
of development pertaining to the attainment of sex-role
stereotypes in the different sexes.

This raises questions

to be addressed by further research.
Just as significant others,

particularl~

parents, play

a major role in the shaping of a child's self-concept, their
influence in sex-role identification ean be seen.

In Elrod

and Crase's study (1980), differences in parental treatment
towards four and tive yeax old sons and daughters were
explored in relationship to the child's selt-coneept.

Results

indicate (Elrod and Crase, 1980) that parents behave differently
towards different sexed children.
more with sons than with daughters.

Fathers tend to interact
Mothers interact more
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with daughters than do fathers, but also interact more with
sons than fathers.

The mother's interaction tends to be

more sillilar towards sons and daughters than is the father's
interaction.

Results also indicate that mother's behavior

has a far greater impact on male or female children than
does the father.
In a closer look at specific behaviors (Elrod and Crase,

1980), it appears that a positive self-concept in a daughter
is related to "the mother's communication that she values the
child through actions and deeds" (p. 726).

Behaviors in a

father that appear to be related to a negative self-concept
in a son, involves limit setting and immediacy of assistance.
It also appears from these results that boys and girls .
may react differently to the action of their parents even
when parents (Elrod and Crase, 1980) report actions in
similar manners towards both boys and girls.

Thus, there

may be reason to believe that one must take into
consideration the sex of the child when looking for specific
behaviors which relate to a positive self-concept, while
giving careful consideration to non-perpetuation of
sex-role stereotypes.
From Elrod's and Crase's study (1980), it appears that
mothers have the most interaction with both children, thus
potentially having the greatest influence on them.

Schwartz

(1982) examined the relationship between stated and unstated
goals mothers maintained ror the pre-school child and
explored the effects of these attitudes upon the child's
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self-concept, dependency level and sex-role stereotyping.
Results from the study indicate that there were no differences
between stated goals for sons and daughters.

However,

unstated attitudes and behaviors do appear to contribute
significantly to the prediction of stated goals, thus
suggesting there may be incongruence between what mothers'
state they want and internalized attitudes.
For both boys and girls (Schwartz, 1982) stated, high
maternal expectations and a nontraditional sex-role
orientation contributed to the prediction of low levels of
dependency, while traditional sex-role·orientation contributed
to high dependency prediction in girls.

Nontraditional

sex-role orientation appeared to contribute sign.if icantly
to a positive self-concept.

Schwartz concludes that although

mothers express similar goals for all children, their
sex-role orientations may significantly·- af'f ect the dependency
level and self-concept of their daughters.
Burger's findings (1980) indicate that a child's
self-concept appears to have a systematic relationship with
age, caretaker, and sex-role identity scores.

The older the

child, and the more traditionally sex-typed, the more
positive the self-concept.

It's also interesting to note

that Burger's findings indicate that the child whose father
was the major caretaker had the lowest self-concept.

The

child with both parents serving in that role came next.
child whose mother was major caretaker was next.

The

The child

with the highest self-concept had someone other than parents

32
as major caretakers.

Though lacking concurrence of other

studies, this has interesting ram.i!ieations.

A possible

interpretation could be that a wider circle of positive
caretakers brings about a more positive self-concept.
Another potential implication could be the child's
constraints of bonding with parents verses greater a!!ective
freedom felt with other less evaluative caretakere.

CHAPTER V
TESTS AND MEASURES
This chapter will examine research concerning available
tests and measures of the self-concept in children five and
youngur.

It is evident that adequate instruments for this

population need to be developed.
Self-concept research appears to have taken an
interesting course.

Damon and Hart (1982) speak of the

study of self-concept as usually meaning the study of an
"evaluative orientation to the self called 'self-esteem'"
(p. 841).

This appears to be true of the majority of

studies explored by

~ylie

(1961, 1979) in her thorough

review of the self-concept.
According to Dam.on and Hart (1982):
Self-esteem is affective orientation and can be
assessed according to its positive or negative
valence. That is, measures of esteem determine
the extent to which a subject positively or
negatively values an object. The assessed variable
therefore is the subject's affective orientation
toward an object; once the positive or negative
direction of the subject's orientation has been
established, the measurement indexes are essentially
quantitative. (p. 842)
·
·
Damon and Hart (1982) raise the question as to why
the study of self-concept is approached through an affective
and quantitative dimension such as self-esteem rather than
through a more cognitive framework such as understanding.
The answer is believed to be found in the shared belief by
some professionals that a child's negative and positive
feelings concerning self play a major role in the child's
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social relations, school performance, mental health, and
"successful adaption to the world in general" (p. 842).
This belief has encouraged test makers to design
measurements of feelings as indicators of self-concept.
Wylie (1961, 1979) writes that "theory and conventional
wisdom very confidently predict strong trend" (p. 690) for
the connection between the feelings a child holds toward
self and successful adaption to life."

She believes that

the problem lies in the methological inadequacies inherent
in existing scales measuring self-concept.

These have

interfered, according to Wylie, with what should be a
straight forward attempt to establish empirical
relationships between one's self-concept and other critical
life variables.
White and Human (1976), Jensen (1980), write in
concurrence with Wylie (1961, 1979) and Damon and Hart
(1982) that problems exist in the measurement of one's
self-concept.

This is particularly true for pre-school age

children, because of limited or nonexistant reading skills
(White and Human, 1976).

Jensen (1983) _states that the

"assessment of pre-school self-concept has often proved
difficult, and few adequate instruments have been developed"
(p. 89).

It seems apparent that improved measures of early

self-concept are greatly needed.
There are some researchers who still question. the
measurement of self-concept itself.

Gergen (1971) states:
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"Clearly, we cannot measure it directly as there is no
direct access to another's private experience.

The most

we can do is to infer the nature of a particular experience
from various overt behavioral indicators" (p. 16).

Piers

and Harris (1964) state that "validation of self-report
scales is always difficult, since the appropriateness of
behavior and other criteria outside the self can be
questioned" (p. 94).
As is indicated, an overview of the research regarding
self-concept (McCandles and Evans, 1973; Henderson and
Abrams, 1983) indicates that there is a lack of agreement
among professionals in the field as to what approved
methods for evaluation may be.
can be found in that

m~

A further complication

researchers come up with their

own measures, complete with unique theoretical
definitions and methodologies to measure the construct.
Consequently, the "results of much research are not
comparable and sometimes ambiguous and contradictor.r"
(Henderson and Abrams, 1983, p. 2).

It would appear now

that the primary task of self-concept theorists would be
to define more precisely self-concept.
As indicated there are few studies which focus on the
self-concept of the child five and younger.

The

majority are focused on older children, often utilizing
school performance as a sub-construct.

There are apparent

complications in attempting to measure the self-concept,
particularly for the young child.

There are however,

36
some measurements available.

It is in the exploration of

these resources to which the remainder of the chapter will
be devoted.
The Tests
Henderson and Abrams (1983) conducted a study in which
they investigated three self-concept tests, the Thomas
Self-Concept Values Test, the Pre-School Self-Concept
Picture Test and the Purdue Self-Concept Scale for
Pre-school Children.

Four selected dimensions of the

self-concept, phJ'sical skill, phJ'sical appearance,
intelligence and cooperation, were studied in relationship
to the tests.

These somewhat different aspects of

self-concept were selected by a group of treatment providers
rating a list of perceived self-concept attributes according
to their professional experience with children.
The following description is given for the Thomas
Self-Concept Values Test (Henderson and Abrams, 1983):
The Thomas Self-Concept Values Test is an
individually administered instrument which provides
a psychological technique for assessing the personal
self-concept values of pre-school children. The test
was designed to allow the child to reflect and report
on himself/herself as subject and object in eight of
14 comm.only conceived value dimensions. The questions
regarding the self-value factors are asked of the child
in reference to how he perceives himself, how the child's
mother perceives him, how the child's teacher perceives
him, and how the child's peers perceive him. (p. 5)
The Thomas Self-Concept Values Test were also used by
Landry, Schilson, and Pardew (1974) in a study in which
the effects of a pre-school self-concept enhancement program
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on a group of four year old children were investigated.

They

describe the process of the testing a bit more completely.
"The child is !irst photographed to insure greater
objectivity of response".

(p. 424).

The child is then

asked to refer to the picture o! self while responding to
fourteen orally presented alternate-choice stimuli (e.g.,
Is (child's name) happy or sad?)

"The fourteen sel!-value

stimuli are described as value dimensions of social experience:
happiness, physical size, sociability, ability, sharing, male
acceptance, fear of things, tear of people, strength,
cleanliness, health, attractiveness, material possessions,
and independence."

(Thomas, 1969; as cited in Landry,

Schilson, and Pardew, 1974, p. 423).
The fourteen scale items (Landry, Sehilson, and Pardew,
1974) are seen as related to the developmental tasks and
problems which four-to-six-year-olds experience.

The Thomas

Self-Concept Values Test yields fourteen self-value scores
and four self-concept referent scores as based on how the
child perceives self as described in the research done by
Henderson and Abrams, (1983).

Thomas reports (1969; as

cited in Landry, Schilson, and Pardew, 1974) that test
retest reliabilities for the nineteen scores range from .34,
on the health value score, to .93, on the sharing value
scale.

The average test-retest reliabilities for the sub-scale

is reported to be .75 and .78 for the overall self-concept.
Henderson and Abrams' (1983) second measure of the
self-concept was the Pre-School Self-Concept Picture Test.
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This a nonverbal picture test which assesses sel! and one's
ideal self-concept.

The test as Henderson and Abrams describe

it, consists or ten plates with painted pictures on each plate.
The characteristics pictured represent ten negative and ten
positive characteristics.

For seven plates, the positive

and negative characteristics are identical !or both sexes.

On three or the plates sex differences are noted.

They

give no information regarding reliability.
The third test used by Henderson and Abrams (1983) was
the Purdue Self-Concept Seale for Pre-school Children.

It

is a nonverbal picture test intended for individual
administration.

It is described as being developed to

assess the evaluative eo•ponent of self-concept in the
pre-school child, age 3, 4 and 5.

(p. 72).

It is a

noncommercial instrument intended !or research use and
evaluation studies, only.

It "is not intended !or

individual diagnosis of children.• (p. 6).
Burge, (1982), who also used this test in her
research exploring the relationship between sex-role
identity and the child's self-concept describes it aore
fully.

Developed in 1974 by Cieirelli, it consists of a

booklet of 40 items, each consisting of two cartoon
pictures, one depicting a positive self-description and
the other depicting a negative self-description.

The

subject is asked to identify which picture is most like
themselves.

Cronbach's coefficient alpha index of

reliability !or this scale is .86 (Cicirelli, 1974; as cited

39
in Burge, 1982).
Henderson and Abrams (1983) drew the conclusion from
their study that these three self-concept tests do not
accurately measure the following four. selected dimensions
of self-concept:

physical skill, physical appearance,

intelligence, and cooperation.

Caution is given to those

who might attempt to assess a child's self-concept with
these measures.
It must be kept in mind that the conclusions reached
by

Henderson and Abrams (1983) indicate that these tests

do not accurately measure their four selected dimensions
of the self-concept.

The possibility exists that the four

dimensions may not be significant enough to be predictors
of a child's self-concept.

The necessity for adequate

testing measures to obtain a more "accurate or complete
profile" (p. 10) is apparent.
Two other self-concept measures for young children
seem to be currently used in today's research.

The first

is the I Feel • • • Me Feel Self-Concept Appraisal (Benninga,
1980).

This is a 40 - item inventory developed by Yeatts

and Bently (1968) to assess self-concept in children ages

5 - 8 (\Vhite and Human, 19?6).

Although indicated primarily

for the school-age child, it has been used, satisfactorily
with 3-, 4-, and 5-year olds.
It is designed to measure five dimensions
self-concept:

or

the

"General Adequacy, Peer, Teacher-School,

Academic, and Physical" (White and Human, 1976, p. 192).
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The 40 items picture various situations such as interaction
among peers and adults as well as building-creating scenes.
Benninga (1980) states that:
The items were drawn from the spontaneous verbal
expressions of children. Tape recorders were placed
in bathrooms, libraries, classrooms, conversation
corners, and in the free playrooms. Pictorial
representations of the concerns expressed by the
children were made an.d validated by an independent
cross-section o! socioeconomic, geographic, and
ethnic groups. (p. 28)
Each item is a silhouetted picture of some event
related to the child's life experience (White and Hum.an,
1976).

"At the bottom of each item are five !aces which

graphically represent very sad, a little sad, not
sad - not happy, a little happy, and very happy" (p. 192).
The child places an "X" on the picture of the face that
indicates the child's feelings.

The coefficient for

reliability was not stated by the researchers using this
measure.
The Piers Pre-school Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (1983)
is also a measure of the young child's self-concept seen in
the literature.

The Piers Scale, developed in the early

1980's, is a "30-item self-report inventory with separate
but identical versions for boys and girls" (Jensen, 1983,
p. 90).

Each item consists of two pictures in which the

child is asked to indicate the one more closely describing
self.

The predicted reliability and validity were unstated

in this research.

Jensen (1983) used this instrument in looking at the
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relationship between self-concept and age, family structure,
and gender in children three to six years old.
describes the use of this instrument:

She favorably

"The Piers Pre-school

Pictorial Self-Concept Scale is a worthwhile measure for
research and development" (p. 62).

She stresses that more

data is needed concerning the validity of the scale:

" •••

comparisons with other instruments, observed behavior, and
other subject variablestt (p. 62) are necessary.
High reliability and validity are not indicated for the
five current measurements of self-concept of the young child
reviewed in the literature.

Therefore they should not be

used independently by treatment providers for assessment
purposes.

However, the use of these measures as techniques

assisting the treatment provider in identifying areas of
concern for the child may prove worthwhile.

CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION:
IMPLICATIONS FOR TREATMENT PROVIDERS
Conclusion
The purpose of this thesis was to explore the
development of the self-concept in the child during the
first five years of life, thus providing a knowledge base
for treatment providers.

This included exploring the

definitions of self-concept, and its impact throughout
the life span, examining the role significant others play
in its development, exploring the relationship of
traditional sex-role identification to self-concept, and
critiquing five available tests and measures of self-concept
within this age frame.
It is apparent from the research that there is not a
"universally" accepted definition of self-concept.

There

appears to be an intertwining of other self-prefix terms,
such as self-esteem, self-acceptance, and self-ideation
within the meaning of self-concept.

For purposes of this

research, self-concept was defined as a composite view of
one's self formed through one's experience with one's
environment, particularly influenced by significant others.
(Calhoun and Morse, 1977).
From the review of the research, it appears that the
self-concept influences one throughout the life span.

Mills

(1984) indicates that the self-concept may be an important
-

-----------------

measurement of a child's readiness for scholastic work.
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It

may be, as well, a potential indicator of future success in
the classroom (Bruneau, 1984; White, 1969).
The role of the self-concept's influence is not limited
to academic achievement.

Overall positive feelings

concerning one's self tend to promote positive
accomplishments throughout the lifespan.

Combs and Snyggs

(1959) describe the self-concept as a "cornerstone" for all
other thoughts and behaviors •. The impact upon career choice
has been documented (Super, 1969; Wise, 1976), as well as
the influence upon a successful attainment of an. intimate
relationship (Newman, and Newman, 1979).

The quality of

one's feeling of productivity in middle adulthood, as well
as general life satisfaction in later years, appear also to
be affected by one's self-concept, the extent to which is
unknown.

Significant others appear to play a primary role in
the development of one's ideations of the world and
particularly of one's self.

Though life is not over at

three, concepts concerning self and the world have been
formed (Butler, 1969).

Combs and Snyggs (1959) and Kohut

(1971) speak of the child as iearning about self, not just
from individual exploration, but through the mirror of self
represented by the actions of significant others.

Burns

(1979) describes the logic for the impact of significant
others in terms of the infant's total dependency, both
physically and emotionally.

----
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It is these initial encounters with one's world
(Erickson, 1963) that seem to set the stage for future
expectations concerning life in general.

At this point the

infant may begin to perceive self as an asset or deficit
based upon the input of individuals who make up their
immediate world.

This self-portrait continues to be

redefined and adjusted through reinforcement in the early
early years.
The review of the literature on traditional sex-role
identification and sex-role stereotyping indicates potential
impact upon the child's developing concept of self.
(Mussen, 1969; Yamamoto, 1972; and Burger, 1980).
states that (1979, p. 214):

Burns

"Differential identification

with parents and parent surrogate models, acquisitions of
sex-typed skills and sex-role congruent experiences are
each influential in determining the degree to which an
individual labels himself as masculine or feminine."

It

appears that relevant behavior from a same-sex parent who
is nurturing and rewarding, and an opposite-sexed parent,
who supports and rewards the same sex identification, while
also being nurturing, encourages traditional sex-role
identification.
The basic understanding of sex-role identification
occurs early.

Elrod and Crase (1980) indicate at age two

a child is aware of some of the current sex-role
stereotypes.

Again, significant others can be seen as

playing a major role in one's belief about the sexes.

It
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appears that one of the stereotypes, still in existence, is
that of greater valuing of males over females.
implications are twofold:

The

males appear to have a more

positive self-concept than females, and there is a trend
towards females becoming more masculine.
Five measures of self-concept were critiqued.

All

were found to be wanting, though one, the Piers Pre-school
Pictorial Self-Concept Scale was thought by Jensen (1983)
to have promise as a valid and reliable measure.

Wylie

(1961, 1979) and Shavelson, Hubner, and Stanton (1976)
point out that this may be due, in part, to the lack of a
clear definition of self-concept.

They also indicate the

current lack of adequate validation and interpretations of
self-concept measures in use, as well as a lack of
empirical data on the equivalence of many measures.

A

subsequent lack is that of adequate tests specifically
designed for use with this age population.
Implications for treatment providers
1.

A universally accepted definition of self-concept
does not exist.

Most researchers reviewed

acknowledge the existence of "something" which
they call self-concept.

However, the inability

of these researchers to agree upon a definition
may logically require skepticism about its
existence.

If treatment providers choose to

acknowledge self-concept enhancement as a goal,
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they should recognize the hazards of selecting
their own definition, and the need to establish
and clarify a working definition for themselves
and others who may be involved in the treatment
process.
2.

The review of the literature indicates there is
input from significant others on the child's
developing view of self.
this input is unclear.

The significance of
Considering this potential

influence, treatment providers should develop
programs to address stage appropriate needs.
Simply stated, there would be an emphasis upon:
(a) prenatal concerns; (b) physiological needs
of the newborn and awareness of separation issues;
(c) the individuation needs of the toddler; and
(d) the continued mastery of skills of the four
and five year old.

3.

The review of the literature involves addressing
the development of traditional sex-role·
identification and

sex~role

stereotyping.

there is controversy related.to the

Though

d~finition

and

pervasiveness of self-concept, the impact of
significant others upon sex-role identification
and stereotyping is more conclusive. · Therefore,
based on this review, treatment providers should
work with both the significant others and the child
in broadening perspectives of maleness and

47
femaleness.
4.

There is an apparent lack of adequate tests and
measures of the young child's self-concept.

The

reviewed measures should not be used as independent
assessment tools.

They ma:r be utilized as

projective techniques assisting the treatment
provider in identifying areas of concern for the
child.

5.

Individuals involved in self-concept research
which focuses on intervention strategies to enhance
self-concept need to work towards adequately defining
self-concept and assessing the impact of
interventions on the development of the child.
Every attempt should be made to report these
findings so that others may benefit from this
information as they design and refine interventions.

Finally, as eloquently stated by Maria Montessori:
We kn.ow how to find pearls in the shells of oysters,
gold in the mountains and coal in the bowels of the
earth, but we are unaware of the spiritual gems, the
creative nebulae, that the child hides in himself when
he enters this world to renew mankind. (1967, p. 9)
Perhaps information leading to the development of a positive
self-concept is a beginning for

br{~ging

into awareness the

"creative nebulae" found within the child.
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